Socioeconomic status and brain injury in children born preterm: modifying neurodevelopmental outcome.
Improved intensive care therapies have increased the survival of children born preterm. Yet, many preterm children experience long-term neurodevelopmental sequelae. Indeed, preterm birth remains a leading cause of lifelong neurodevelopmental disability globally, posing significant challenges to the child, family, and society. Neurodevelopmental disability in children born preterm is traditionally linked to acquired brain injuries such as white matter injury and to impaired brain maturation resulting from neonatal illness such as chronic lung disease. Socioeconomic status (SES) has long been recognized to contribute to variation in outcome in children born preterm. Recent brain imaging data in normative term-born cohorts suggest that lower SES itself predicts alterations in brain development, including the growth of the cerebral cortex and subcortical structures. Recent evidence in children born preterm suggests that the response to early-life brain injuries is modified by the socioeconomic circumstances of children and families. Exciting new data points to the potential of more favorable SES circumstances to mitigate the impact of neonatal brain injury. This review addresses emerging evidence suggesting that SES modifies the relationship between early-life exposures, brain injury, and neurodevelopmental outcomes in children born preterm. Better understanding these relationships opens new avenues for research with the ultimate goal of promoting optimal outcomes for those children born preterm at highest risk of neurodevelopmental consequence.